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DOC REF 3392 - DUNSTAN COLLECTION, FLINDERS UNIVERSITY LIBRARY 
Good evening. The current uproar in the Press of this State about the condition of Magill 
Training School - our State reformatory for boys - can throw some light on the methods of 
administration & the real standards of Government achievement in South Australia. The 
history of the struggle to get something done at Magill in recent years is fairly typical of the 
history of nearly every section of our social services administration in South Australia. The 
fact is that in all social services we lag lamentably behind the standards achieved in other 
States - we spend less, we do less, the people who need & require social services go without 
them & when taxed with this situation the LCL government endeavours to distract public 
attention by great announcements of plans for the development of social services - plans 
which for the most part never come to pass. Our morning daily press makes a habit of 
featuring the announcements of the plans, but carefully fails to report to its readers later that 
the promises of the government remain unfulfilled. 
Let's have a look at what has happened about Magill. In 1955 there was a similar outcry 
about the institution to that we see today. Many will remember the statements of a former 
chaplain in English Borstal institutions that Magill was completely unsatisfactory - there was 
no preliminary study of boys by psychological & aptitude tests & background examination to 
classify them for the sort of institution or training most suited to their cases. 
[NEW PAGE] 
There was no effective segregation of offenders. Conditions at the institution were most 
unsatisfactory - the buildings & many of the facilities were outmoded & Dickensian in 
character. The re-conviction rate was far too high, & Magill had rightly received the name 
amongst criminals of being a school for crime. 
As agitation grew the Chief Secretary in the Playford Government, Sir Lyell McEwin, moved 
in typical fashion to head off public criticism. He announced that it was intended to spend 
£90,000 on Magill to make it a modern institution. Sir Lyell did not then offer any 
explanation as to why the reformatory had been allowed to get to the state it was in without 
anything being done effectively to bring the institution and its methods up to date! The LCL 
govt had been in office since 1933 - it was certainly in a position to do something long before 
1955. Sir Lyell also did not explain how it was intended that the $90,000 was to be spent, or 
what alterations to the training methods or to the system of unsegregated internment were to 
be made. 
During subsequent sessions of Parlt. Labor members, myself amongst them, were assiduous 
in drawing the Government's attention to the need to incorporate some of the features of 
Borstal Training into our reform institutions & in asking what was being done about Magill. 
This activity was thought to 
[NEW PAGE] 
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merit about 2 lines in The Advertiser. No information was forthcoming about the plans to 
spend £90,000 on Magill - nothing more was heard of them. Sir Lyell McEwin & the 
Advertiser were united in statesmanlike reticence on the subject. 
Then the Government stirred to activity. Not that a new plan for Magill was produced - oh 
no. It was announced that the Chief Secretary was going overseas at the public expense to 
study reform schools & hospitals. Apparently he was to come back an expert on these 
matters. In the meantime conditions at Magill were so bad that bitter discontent was evident 
among the staff - slight changes & improvements in physical conditions were made, though 
nothing was done to alter the basically unsatisfactory nature of the institution. 
After Sir Lyell returned from his strenuous investigation in England & on the Continent he 
gave us the benefit of his findings. He stated that the South Australian reform schools were 
working on the same basis as Borstal institutions. This was so far from the truth that those 
who knew Magill & were acquainted with English reform institutions were left writhing in 
speechless frenzy at this extraordinary excursion into the realms of sheer fantasy. What in the 
world the Chief Secretary had been doing with his time and our money for him to have 
arrived at any such conclusions remains an impenetrable mystery. 
[NEW PAGE] 
Upon his return, however, Labor members again asked what was being done. We were then 
informed that a major step towards segregation of boys at the reformatory was being taken 
immediately by the building of a security block at Magill. Much publicity was given to this 
statement. Also, the impression was sought to be created in the public mind that great things 
were being achieved. As the security block was mainly for the housing of incorrigible & 
persistent escapees now usually held at Yatala Labor Prison, and would affect few of those 
already at Magill, Sir Lyell found to his displeasure that his customary tactics weren't 
working. After some more persistent questioning he announced that Government now 
intended to spend £400,000 at Magill. 
Now it was known that the department had been discussing plans for new buildings at Magill 
for some years, but details of their conclusions were not widely known except that it was 
clear that small boys & big boys, those there for minor offences and hardened criminals were 
all still to be within the confines of one institution. The announcement that (sic) of the 
Government's intentions was made over six months ago. The new plans for Magill have not 
even been referred by the Government to the standing commission on public works for 
investigation. All major Govt, proposals for public works have to go to this committee & be 
reported on before Parliament can be 
[NEW PAGE] asked to provide the money. So it will be some considerable time yet before 
the alterations to Magill can commence - nothing is likely to happen before the end of 1960 
at the earliest. But if we may judge this proposal on the past performance of the Chief 
Secretary's Departments on other announced projects in the past - we'll be waiting a lot 
longer than that. 
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How far is it necessary to wait all this time with so little accomplished? Of course it is not 
necessary at all. The two other smaller states, W.A. and Tasmania, have small effective 
reform institutions, adapted to various classes and types of offenders. So far as possible there 
are small institutions set up away from the main centres of population, and open in nature. 
That is to say they are not gaols, but places where the boys can take part normally in the life 
of the community around them. It is not necessary to spend vast sums in capital monies 
setting up such homes, & the existence of them in South Australia would give, with 
appropriate amendments to the law, a far greater flexibility to juvenile courts in dealing with 
offenders. Often before a boy gets to the stage where he is now sent to Magill he would 
benefit from some institutional treatment - but because of the nature of Magill - this being 
the only place to which a Juvenile Courts Magistrate can sentence a boy - he doesn't get it. 
Because of the present set up of the reform school, 
[NEW PAGE] 
Magill has become a place of last resort - not a place where assistance is given, but a place 
where in desperation a boy is locked away because there seems no other way to control him. 
The fact is that instead of tackling the job the LCL Govt, whose interest in running social 
service departments is notoriously slight, does little or nothing for many years & tries to 
avoid justified public criticism by announcing great expensive but vague plans as to what it is 
going to do sometime. What is it doing now. The real test can come if we contrast what we 
are spending on child welfare compared with the other states. The Commonwealth Grants 
Commission in its analysis of states figures does not separate off what is spent on 
reformatories from amounts spent on general child welfare & old peoples institutions but 
lumps them altogether (sic). The figures can give us an indication of the position however. 
On Institutions under Child Welfare & Public Relief S.A. spent 6/10 per head, W.A. 
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